CAREER PLATEAUING, JOB SATISFACTION AND COMMITMENT OF SCHOLARS IN FRENCH UNIVERSITIES
Par Carole Drucker-Godard, Thierry Fouque, Mathilde Gollety et Alice Le Flanchec According to Allen et al. (1999) , "A number of researchers have documented that a substantial number of employees are currently experiencing a hierarchical career plateau (Burke 1989; Near 1985; Orpen 1983 ; Rosen and Jerdee 1988; Savery 1989; Tremblay and Roger 1993) ." Career plateauing thus affects a growing number of organizations and significantly influences organizational behavior. Career plateauing describes the feeling of an individual that he/she has reached a level in the organization at which future career advancement is unlikely. While this phenomenon has been widely studied in the private sector, it has received less attention in the public sector (particularly in universities). Concerns about the effects of career plateauing have recently grown because of the decreased promotional opportunities that exist in downsized organizations. Many of today's managers will face plateauing younger than those a generation ago. For those who stay with their current employers, the challenge is how to maintain effective job performance and high job satisfaction when promotions are no longer likely.
Various factors motivate the focus on scholars in French universities. Scholars are the key resource of higher education institutions, and their performance strongly influences student success. Thus, the motivation and satisfaction of academic staff is crucial to the quality of higher education institutions (Machado et al. 2011) . While previous studies have examined universities (Hosseini et al. 2013; Maden 2012) , none dealt with career plateauing and its influence on academic staff performance. This study thus decided to focus on career plateauing among academic staff in French universities.
As of 2014, France has 73 universities. These are public institutions that are administered democratically and somewhat autonomous. Our study deals with the two main employment statuses of scholars in French universities: full and assistant professors. French universities have recently experienced many reforms: between 2003 and 2006, universities reformed their curriculum (in French, License, Master, Doctorat), which is now organized around three degrees. Subsequently, in 2007, the law on the freedoms and responsibilities of universities (called in French the "loi relative aux Libertés et Responsabilités des Universités") changed the status of universities by providing them autonomy in budgetary and human resource management matters, and allowing them to become property owners. This new legal framework changed the management of French universities with regard to their freedoms and responsibilities, and stimulated ongoing discussions about the evaluation of scholars.
This study seeks to explore the current impact of career plateauing on the careers of scholars. We describe and explain the relationship of scholars with their universities, the ways in which they plan the management of their careers and their perceptions of their jobs. More precisely, we aim to identify the possible consequences of career plateauing for scholars' job commitment, satisfaction and intention to leave their university.
To answer these questions, this paper presents the results of a survey of 2,028 French scholars working in universities. This sample includes full professors and assistant professors in various disciplines (science, law, management, literature, etc.).
We first define the concepts of career plateauing, job commitment and satisfaction. Second, we establish the research hypotheses and the conceptual framework of the study. Third, we describe the methodology of this empirical study. Finally, we present the results of this quantitative study.
The findings of this study have important managerial implications. Particularly, decreased commitment and job satisfaction among academics due to career plateauing may erode the attractiveness of the profession and contribute to a decrease in the quality of education its members provide.
Theoretical Background
The following defines the notions of career plateauing, organizational and occupational commitment, and job satisfaction.
Career Plateauing
Career plateauing has been defined as "the point in a career where the likelihood of additional hierarchical promotion is very low" (Ference et al. 1977 ). According to Hall (1985: 272) "the career plateau is that point in an individual's organizational career at which additional upward mobility (i.e. promotion) is unlikely (Stoner et al. 1980) ." This concept is relatively old, and has been studied by Ference et al. (1977) , Veiga (1981) , Orpen (1983) , Near (1985), Slocum et al.(1985) , Barwick (1986) , Lemire et al. (1999) and Roger and Lapalme (2006) . Several types of plateauing exist. First, we can distinguish two levels of career plateauing: structural plateauing (also called hierarchical plateauing) and job content plateauing. According to Allen et al. (1999 Allen et al. ( : 1113 , " Barwick (1986) initially suggested that individuals may experience two different forms of career-related plateauing: structural (i.e., hierarchical) and job content. Hierarchical plateauing results when an individual has little chance of further vertical movement within an organization. On the other hand, job content plateauing occurs when the individual is no longer challenged by his or her work or job responsibilities." Ference et al. (1977) also identified two types of plateauing but defined them differently. First, organizational plateauing occurs when the organization does not have jobs available at higher levels of management. Second, personal plateauing occurs when an employee's abilities do not match the needs of the job which would normally lie on their career path and hence the employee decides not to seek further advancement. In either case, the realization that future promotion is unlikely may cause the employee to experience increased stress and revise his/her self-image. Barwick (1986) hypothesized that plateaued people pass through two stages: resistance and resignation. During the resistance stage, people maintain an expectation of achieving promotion and continue to judge their progress against a time horizon. The result is that they rededicate their commitment to the company to cope with their plateaued status. However, once they realize that they will not be promoted, they enter the resignation stage, during which they gradually withdraw from work and become passive.
Another distinction can be made between objective and subjecting plateauing. Objective plateauing is often measured based on seniority or salary. Subjective plateauing describes the feeling of the employee regarding the low probability that his/her career will continue to develop. According to Tremblay et al. (1995: 222) : "two kinds of career plateauing may be defined: objective and subjective career plateauing… Objective plateauing is made up of structural and observable elements such as hierarchical and salary levels. Gattiker and Larwood (1990) as well as Barley (1989) point out the importance of the subjective side of career plateauing, which deals with the individual perception of progress and success in the future. These researchers suggest that individual perceptions and real measures of hierarchical success are actually two separate constructs." Our empirical study focuses on this latter type of plateauing, namely subjective plateauing, but also considers job content and structural plateauing.
Organizational and Occupational Commitment
Introduced by Foote (1951) , the concept of commitment became popular in the 1970s. In concrete terms, organizational commitment (Mowday 1998) describes the degree to which an individual is committed to his or her organization. Mowday et al. (1979) defined organizational commitment as a "strong belief in the organization's goals and values and a willingness to exert considerable effort on behalf of the organization". Meyer and Allen (1984) initially proposed that affective and continuance commitment be distinguished. Affective commitment describes an affective or emotional attachment to an organization, while continuance commitment denotes a perceived cost associated with leaving an organization. Allen and Meyer (1990) later suggested a third component of commitmentnormative commitment-that reflects a perceived obligation to remain in an organization. Mathieu and Zajac (1990) conducted meta-analyses of the antecedents, correlates, and consequences of organizational commitment. This project aims to estimate and compare the strength of true correlations between variables identified in Allen (1991, 1997) . Until recently, organizational commitment theory and researches have focused primarily on outcomes relevant to employers. Additionally, a growing body of research has examined the links between commitment and employee-relevant outcomes, including stress and workfamily conflict (Meyer et al. 2002) .
The nature of the psychological state varies with the dimension of the commitment in question: employees with strong affective commitment remain in an organization because they want to, those with strong continuance commitment stay because they need to, and those with strong normative commitment stay because they feel obliged.
Commitment can apply to various things. Some authors have discussed career commitment (Blau 1989 ) while others have discussed professional commitment (Aranya et al. 1981) , or job and work involvement (Kanungo 1982) . Our study focuses on occupational commitment as defined by Allen et al. (1993) , namely a positive attitude toward one's occupation or profession reflecting strong identification with and involvement in that occupation (Morrow and Wirth 1989) . This form of commitment shares the same three dimensions as organizational commitment, i.e., an affective dimension (emotional attachment to an occupation), calculated dimension (costs of giving up an occupation) and normative dimension (feeling of obligation to stay in a profession).
Job Satisfaction
Job satisfaction is the general attitude of an individual towards their job. According to Locke (1969 Locke ( , 1976 , job satisfaction is conceptualized as a positive or negative evaluation of one's job or job experiences, and refers to people's self-assessments of the extent to which they like or dislike their jobs (Spector 1997 ). Job satisfaction is not necessarily reflected in behavior, but describes a personal affective attitude. Job satisfaction refers to specific interactions related to this affective attitude, including pay, promotion, supervision, fringe benefits, contingent rewards, operating conditions, coworkers, nature of work, and communication (Spector 1997 A number of studies have examined the effects of career plateauing on job satisfaction, organizational commitment and intention to leave an institution. However, not all of these studies have shared a common direction. Indeed, Tremblay et al. (1995: 222) observed that "the literature in this area includes a multitude of contradictory conclusions about attitudes of those who have attained a career plateau and those who have not". Thus, the literature invites deeper exploration of the relationship between career plateauing and satisfaction, organizational and occupational commitment and intention to leave the organization. Moreover, if organizational commitment has already been explored, the relationship between plateauing and "occupational" commitment has not yet, to our knowledge, been studied in depth.
Research Design
First, we describe the relationships between scholars and their universities in terms of satisfaction and commitment. Second, we explore the impact of career plateauing on organizational and occupational commitment, job satisfaction and intention to leave the organization for French universities.
Based on our review of the literature, we first anticipate that subjective plateauing (either job content or structural) should negatively affect job satisfaction (Hypothesis 1). Second, we expect that career plateauing should negatively influence organizational commitment (Hypothesis 2) and occupational commitment (Hypothesis 3). Third, we anticipate a positive link between career plateauing and intention to leave the university (Hypothesis 4).
Method Sample
We conducted a quantitative study to explore scholars' perceptions of the progression of their careers and of their jobs. A questionnaire was administered online to a representative sample of French scholars, with an open-ended question added at the end to allow respondents to express their thoughts about their jobs. These textual data were analyzed using qualitative analysis (Miles and Huberman 1994) .
The questionnaire was distributed with the help of a well-known French trade union 1 that allowed us to use its file of scholars in French universities for research purposes. We obtained responses from 2,028 scholars (all of them either full or assistant professors of French Universities). The sample structure is comparable to the population of scholars described by the French Ministry of Higher Education and Research in 2008/2009 2 (the most recent available data) and published in June 2009 (see Appendix). Table 1 reports that the sample comprised 66 % men and 34 % women. Additionally, assistant professors were overrepresented compared with full professors. These figures correspond to the general structure of the French population of scholars. 
Measures
To measure subjective career plateauing, we adapted Milliman's scale (1992) to scholars.
Meanwhile, we used the scale of Allen and Meyer (1990 and 1993), which includes 18 statements (six for each of the three dimensions of commitment: continuance, affective and normative commitment), to measure organizational and occupational commitment. Job satisfaction was assessed using the well known Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire (MSQ) from Weiss et al. (1967 Weiss et al. ( -1977 , which includes 20 statements. A pre-test was performed on a few scholars, and statements that appeared inappropriate for the subject population were deleted. The final scale for measuring job satisfaction thus consisted of 18 statements. The intention to leave the university was measured by three items.
dimension of occupational commitment (0.659), all the Cronbach's alpha for the scales yielded values greater than 0.7, which is satisfactory ( Table 2) . 
Data Analyses
To assess our hypotheses, we performed linear regressions (using SPSS software) between career plateauing (structural career plateau (SCP) and content career plateau (CCP)) on the one hand (independent variables), and job satisfaction, commitment and intention to leave the university on the other (dependent variables). As recommended by Mathieu and Zajac (1990) , demographic variables such as age, sex, education, job status, and organization tenure were included as potential predictors of organizational commitment and job satisfaction. Recently, Yucel and Bektas (2012) investigated the relationship between teachers' job satisfaction and organizational commitment and evaluated whether teacher age moderates the relationship between job satisfaction and organizational commitment using a set of data from Turkey. They suggested that age differences moderate relationships between teacher job satisfaction and organizational commitment.
To avoid "spurious relationships" we must take into account control variables. Since "education" and "organization tenure" remain constant throughout our sample, we decided to include only "age", "sex" and "job status" (full professor versus assistant professor) as control variables in our model.
Preliminary analysis revealed that "job status" is rarely significant. Hence, even if we are not interested in whether the relationships between the control variables and the dependent variable are statistically significant, we decided to remove this variable. Therefore, we ultimately retained only gender (coded as a dummy variable: 1 for men and 0 for women) and age as control variables and "Structural career plateau" and "Content career plateau" as independent variables.
Results
Scholars are Mostly Satisfied and Committed to Their Job and University, but They Express Malaise First, we describe the sample of scholars in terms of career plateauing, satisfaction, commitment and intention to leave their university ( Table 3 ). We show that despite overall satisfaction and commitment, there is some dissatisfaction within the profession. Job satisfaction is evident in many subject responses to the open-ended questions at the end of the questionnaire. Thus, for example, some respondents said: "This is a job that has brought me much happiness and the passion to teach students...." (Assistant Professor). "I really like this job" (Full Professor). "For me, this is an exciting job. I like the intellectual part of it. I enjoy my freedom…" (Assistant Professor).
However, there are also strong areas of dissatisfaction, particularly regarding the increasing bureaucratization of the profession (mean = 2.41), wages (mean = 2.53), career advancement (mean = 2.64) and working conditions (mean = 3.07). To a lesser extent, the qualitative comments of respondents revealed criticisms of the lack of resources of universities and the difficulty of reconciling private and professional life.
For example, a number of respondents indicated: "Our wages are very low" (Full Professor ); "We are involved in many areas (research, education, administration) and receive little in return (I mean pay)!" (Assistant professor); "Our purchasing power relative to other professions has declined considerably" (Assistant professor); "I find that my current wage (and future) does not reflect my level of education and skill" (Full Professor); "Our job has become difficult to juggle with family life" (Assistant Professor); "I think the quality of our work conditions has declined considerably over the past ten years" (Assistant Professor).
Regarding commitment of scholars, it is more affective (i.e. expressed by a statement such as "I love my job") than continuance ("It's better for me to keep my job") or normative ("I feel morally forced to stay at the University"), regardless of whether commitment is organizational or occupational. Thus, concerning organizational commitment, we observe strong affective organizational (75. Finally, more than half of the sample expressed the feeling of structural career plateauing (55.8 %). However, scholars do not perceive their careers to have plateaued in terms of content (91.3 % declared that they remain interested in their jobs). Thus even when they perceive themselves as having little or no chance of promotion, scholars remain interested in the content of their work, and enjoy not only teaching but also being part of research programs and managing educational programs.
The Relationships Between Career Plateauing and Job Satisfaction, Commitment and Intention to Leave are Confirmed
To verify that the relationship does not actually depend solely on age and gender (the control variables), for each hypothesis we systematically tested two models. The first one (the control model or model 1) included only the two control variables as independent variables ("Sex" and "Age"), while the second (complete model or model 2) added the variables "Structural career plateau (SCP)" and "Content career plateau (CCP)". The next step was to verify that the inclusion of these two variables improves the model quality in terms of R 2 and Fisher change.
Whatever the hypothesis tested, the R 2 of the full model (model 2) always significantly exceeds that of the control model (model 1). Furthermore, the F Change is always significant. It is also interesting to note that the coefficients associated with the two control variables are significant and positive. Our results thus show that men are more satisfied with their jobs than women. Similarly, job satisfaction appears to increase with scholar age.
Research Hypothesis One-Subjective Plateauing Negatively Influences Job Satisfaction

Research Hypothesis Two-Subjective Plateauing Negatively Influences Organizational Commitment
Organizational commitment is traditionally divided into three dimensions: affective, continuance and normative. Therefore, we test the impact of career plateauing (structural and content) on each of these three dimensions.
 Research hypothesis two-A-Subjective plateauing negatively influences affective organizational commitment
We can verify that the more scholars feel plateaued, the less they are affectively committed to their university. Moreover, we observe that age positively influences affective organizational commitment, and older scholars are more committed. Additionally, men are more affectively committed than women (Table 5 ). In terms of the normative dimension of organizational commitment, the expected links are also confirmed. We observe a negative relationship between career plateauing and normative organizational commitment. Furthermore, normative organizational commitment increases with age and women are less normatively committed than men (Table 6 ). Table 6 Relationship between career plateauing and normative organizational commitment The results for the continuance dimension of organizational commitment are more unexpected. While our study shows a link between plateauing and organizational continuance commitment, it is positive instead of negative. This surprising result differs from previous results obtained by studies on the private sector.
However, since the associated R 2 (0.129) value is rather weak, we must be very careful when interpreting the data.
If we nevertheless take this relationship into account, it signifies that the more scholars are plateaued, the higher their continuance organizational commitment. Scholars who feel plateaued believe that despite apparently poor wages and a lack of professional development, it is still preferable to keep their jobs. This feeling is illustrated in the following comments: "One of the biggest advantages of being a scholar is feeling free to organize ourselves as we want. And we have job security. For me, these are the main advantages that counterbalance the low wages compared with the private sector." Scholars do not want to leave their university because they are aware their jobs provide benefits compared with the private sector. Moreover, they do not see attractive alternatives. Thus, the profession of scholars and its particular status seem to have some specificities that can negate relationships established between plateauing and commitment in the literature on the private sector. Additionaly, it seems that age is not relevant. On the other hand, women have stronger continuance organizational commitment than men (Table 7 ). 
Research Hypothesis Three-Subjective Plateauing Negatively Influences Occupational Commitment
Like organizational commitment, occupational commitment is usually divided into three dimensions, and so we once again tested three distinct hypotheses.
 Research hypothesis three-A-Subjective plateauing negatively influences affective occupational commitment
We observed that the more scholars feel career plateaued, the lower their affective commitment to their jobs. This link between career plateauing and affective occupational commitment is strong (R 2 = 0.523). Also, males and older scholars show more affective commitment than females and younger scholars (Table 8 ). Table 9 confirms the negative relationship between subjective plateauing and the normative dimension of occupational commitment, though the link is weak (R 2 = 0.083). Once again, men are more normatively committed to their job than women, and younger scholars are less normatively committed than older ones. As for organizational commitment, unexpected results are obtained for continuance occupational commitment. Indeed, the link is positive: even if scholars feel career plateaued, they calculate it is better for them to remain in their job. However, the value of R 2 is weak.
Concerning the control variables, sex is not significant, and so no clear differences exist between women and men. On the other hand, age is relevant, and older scholars have stronger continuance occupational commitment than younger ones (Table 10 ). 
Research Hypothesis Four-Subjective Plateauing Positively Influences Intention to Leave
A positive relationship exists between subjective plateauing (in terms of structure or job content) and intention to leave the organization, which confirms hypothesis 4. However, this relationship is weak (R 2 = 0.117). Consistent with the literature, a relationship is observed between subjective job content plateauing and intention to leave the institution.
Additionally, males and young scholars are more likely to be inclined to leave the organization than are females and older scholars (Table 11 ). 
Discussion
The present study investigated the relations between career plateauing and satisfaction, commitment and intention to leave the organization in French universities. The results clearly demonstrate that scholars feel career-plateaued, and that this feeling can negatively impact their behavior. This confirms the impact of career plateauing on job satisfaction, organizational commitment, occupational commitment and intention to leave. As previously quoted, subjective structural and job content plateauing decrease job satisfaction, affective and normative commitment (organizational and occupational) and intention to leave the organization.
However compared with studies on the private sector, the results of this study on the public sector show some differences. As expected, we observe an inverse relationship (albeit weak) between career plateauing and continuance commitment. That means career plateaued scholars still prefer to stay in their universities and do not see other attractive jobs. However, they feel less emotionally involved in their universities (affective commitment) and do not consider they have to stay (normative commitment). This result might be linked to recent changes affecting French universities (including the areas of university autonomy, teacher evaluation, etc.). Scholars consequently may feel a gap between the initial values that lead them to join their universities, and current and new values based on efficiency and efficacy (Authors 2013) . Consequently, the link between career plateauing and intention to leave university is positive but weak. Scholars have opposite feelings about their reasons for leaving or remaining at the university when being plateaued. On the one hand, they like teaching and appreciate freedom and job stability, but on the other hand, they express dissatisfaction in terms of wages and career development.
These results suggest several major conclusions both from a theoretical and practical perspective.
First, they confirm previous theoretical results regarding relationships between subjective career plateauing (in terms of job content and structure) and key variables in the field of human resource management: satisfaction, intention to leave and organizational and occupational commitment. The results further confirm relationships that thus far remain exploratory or controversial. They also show the relevance of career plateauing based on two distinct dimensions: subjective job content plateauing and subjective structural plateauing. Indeed, the regression analysis identifies differences between these two dimensions.
From a practical perspective, the results are interesting in that they can help public French administrators manage the careers of scholars. More than half of the scholars questioned felt structurally plateaued. Measures that could undoubtedly help alleviate these feelings of career plateauing would include favoring mobility, facilitating movements between universities, encouraging interdisciplinarity between scholars and promoting exchanges between the academic and professional worlds.
Notably, women feel slightly more plateaued and less satisfied than their male colleagues. Women are also less committed except in terms of continuance commitment, but on the other hand are less likely to leave their organizations. These results raise additional questions, namely: what is the place of women in French universities? Also, why are they more plateaued than male scholars? Gender can be a response. The fact that French female scholars feel more plateaued than male may be linked with a glass ceiling. Indeed, figures indicate that female scholars are less professors (19,9 % of professors are women) (Authors 2013 ). This result might explain why they are less satisfied and committed than their male colleagues. This result might explain why they are less satisfied than their male colleagues.
Regarding age, older scholars are more committed (organizational and occupational), more satisfied and have lower intention to leave their universities.
To extend this research, we suggest exploring the link between performance and career plateauing. This link has already been studied in the private sector. Indeed, literature on plateauing suggests that performance should not necessarily decrease because career plateauing is not necessarily a reflection of poor performance (Barwick 1986; Near 1985; Camazza et al. 1981; Ference et al. 1977 ). In the context of university reforms, this question of the relationship between scholar's performance and career plateauing becomes important, especially given that scholars face increasingly close evaluation. The authors thank the Trade Union for allowing us to use their data. Their data file includes both scholars who are union members and those who are not, and hence can be considered to closely approximate the entire population of scholars at French universities.
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